up a tree but were afraid of flying rocks. It was com- 
mon knowledge, just like the knowledge you were 
supposed to drive away dogs by hitting them with a 
big stick. No one, however, had ever suggested you 
could bring down a running antelope with a well- 
thrown rock. 

“Baby...” he shrugged, gesticulating helplessly. 
“Baby.” 

Ta-den hefted the stone again, looking down at the 
boy, nodding slowly to himself, eyes half closed. 
“Good Baby.” An extremely female thing to say, 
though they’d heard the phrase enough as children. 
When a female said it, you felt warm indeed. “Jar. 
Don.” 

Om-at looked at his friend with renewed respect, 
then back down at Baby. “Jar-don.” It was a good 
name, very suggestive. Don, the generic, genderless 
word fora “person.” Jar, the word you used to describe 
any type of animal you’d never seen before. He patted 
Baby on the head. “Jar-don.” 

The boy smiled up at him. 


hree more summers went by and things were 
going very poorly in the valley. The dry sum- 


mers had added up to a real drought, some- 
thing outside living memory, the river shrunken and 
muddy, some of the smaller streams drying right up. 
Game was sparse and foraging poor, worse still 
because the tor-o-don band was competing with them 
for plant food, invading their territory on a regular 
basis, making the adenen-yo females troublesome. 
And waz-ho-don males from O-lo-a’s tribe were 
beginning to come upriver again in search of ever 
more elusive small game. 

On some days the sky seemed hazy now, with a 
funny smell that made your hair prickle uneasily. The 
only ray of hope was something unexpected: they’d 
been joined by three new males, an ad-yo kicked out 
of O-lo-a’s camp for no reason anyone could figure 
out. Since Ko-tan died, no one male had been able to 
take his place; there was a great deal of fighting among 
the males, Low Women restive and mean-tempered, 
held in check only by O-lo-a’s dead blue eyes and 
Pan-at-lee’s muscle. 

Om-at and Ta-den sat on the brow of the low hill 
they’d staked out for themselves, squinting in the sun- 
shine, looking down on the dusty camp. These days, 
it seemed full of people. The newcomers, an amorph- 
ous mass of captured tor-o-don females, youngsters 
and children born over the years since adenen-yo had 
come into being. More than adenen-yo now, certainly. 
Om-at understood that they’d formed a new tribe. 
More than that, a new kind of tribe, one that suited 
him more than O-lo-a’s ever had. Sometimes, when 
he dreamed, he could still taste Ko-tan in his mouth, 
warm and delicious. 

These were bad days, though, the worst days any- 
one could remember. In O-lo-a’s tribe, people must 
be angry. Without a steady flow of guest-gifts, no one 
would be having sex. Here, no guest-gifts were 
required for sex, the females simply did what you 
wanted, when you wanted. But they’d grown accus- 
tomed to eating meat, so much so that it seemed a 
necessity rather than an occasional rich treat. 

Sometimes, Om-at and Ta-den would climb up to 
the rim of the valley and stand looking out at the 
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world, which they remembered as having been more 
or less green. The broad plains were brown now, and 
empty. Even the distant mountains, where the 
knuckle-walkers were supposed to live, seemed dry 
and dead. The sky was cloudless, but a pale gray pall 
drifted low over everything. 

Now they sat staring at the crowded camp. Knowing 
each other’s thoughts through long familiarity. 
Finally, Om-at grunted and said, “Adenen-yo. Food. 
Die.” He looked over at Ta-den, whose eyes seemed 
shut. “O-lo-a. Kill. Tor-o-don. Kill.” 

Ta-den opened his eyes and looked at him. For Om- 
at, that was a long, painful, significant cluster of 
words. “No. Adenen-yo kill.” That female phrasing 
again. Sometimes Ta-den could be scary. 

Om-at thumped his fist on the ground, then 
pointed. “Adenen-yo.” The original five. ‘“Ad-yo.” 
The newcomers. “Adad. Jar-don.” They were down 
there together, Jar-don and five younger friends, a 
grouping the waz-ho-don nervously called “adad.” 
Down there now, playing with a couple of young half- 
breed females. Even the tor-o-don females seemed to 
be more relaxed around them, finding them more 
familiar than the little waz-ho-don males. “Adenen- 
yo. Ad-yo. Adad.” He stared hard at Ta-den. “O-lo-a. 
Kill. Tor-o-don. Kill.” 

Ta-den stared back, frowning. Finally, he said, 
“Food. Tor-o-don. Sex. O-lo-a kill.” 

Om-at nodded, sealing the bargain. “Moonlight,” 
he said. 


nd then, moonlight time. 
Fourteen males entered O-lo-a’s camp that 
night, eight waz-ho-don, Jar-don and his five 
young friends, not bothering with stealth, striding 
into the clearing with their sticks and hunting stones 
ready. There might be as many as twenty adult waz- 
ho-don males remaining in the camp, but Om-at knew 
they had nothing to fear from them. Jar-don’s adad, 
by themselves, could beat them all. The real danger 
was O-lo-a. O-lo-a and Pan-at-lee and, behind them, 
the collective mass of the Low Women. Individually, 
they were no stronger, no bigger than any waz-ho-don 
male, but the Low Women always worked together, 
many hands as one, working toward a common goal. 
Or to defeat any single challenger. 

Om-at stepped forward quickly, anxious to get 
started. The sooner this was over, the sooner he would 
sleep easily again. 

People were stirring everywhere now, eyes opening 
all over the camp, reflecting moonlight, mouths open- 
ing to murmur amazement and anger. Adenen-yo? 
Here? A male stood, jumping before Om-at, barking 
his group’s challenge-word. Om-at hit him in the 
head, kicking him as he fell, stepping over the still 
body. 

“©O-lo-a!” he shouted. The Low Women were up 
now, moving in a dark, murmuring mass, stamping 
their feet, already angry. Little knots of men were get- 
ting together here and there, forming up into their 
yo-bands, eyes wide and fearful, moving to the 
periphery of the camp. This was Women’s business, 
the chastising of men. Look what had happened when 
O-lo-a let herself be talked into sending Ko-tan to do 
the job. 

“Q-lo-a!” Up on her hill, of course, watching. And 
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